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Rebel Retellings: Jamaica Kincaid’s The Autobiography of My Mother and Lucy 
as Postcolonial Retellings of Jane Eyre 
 Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) is suffused with scenes of anger, 
violence, and rebellion. From the time of its publishing, Jane’s rebellious nature 
intrigued readers and enraged critics, all while criticizing the oppressiveness of 
the gender and class structures that affect Jane’s story. However, Brontë’s novel 
contains the inherent colonial biases established in nineteenth-century race 
rhetoric, excluding nuanced discussion of race in favor of invoking racial 
stereotypes. As postcolonial retellings of Brontë’s novel, Jamaica Kincaid’s The 
Autobiography of My Mother (1996) and Lucy (1990) maintain the sense of 
rebellion that is inseparable from Jane Eyre while adding their own imperative 
commentary on the racial, gender, and class structures in their colonial-ruled 
Caribbean societies. Jamaica Kincaid’s own affinity with Jane Eyre’s rebellion 
indicates the important influence of Jane’s rebellion on Kincaid’s two novels. 
Both The Autobiography of My Mother and Lucy provide complex understandings 
and critiques of colonialism, sexism, and classism, and maintain the 
rebelliousness that drives Jane Eyre: thus, Jamaica Kincaid’s The Autobiography 
of My Mother and Lucy serve as postcolonial “rebel retellings” of Charlotte 




 Jane Eyre is a rebellious novel. Full of intrigue, madness, and scenes of 
violence, Jane Eyre is saturated with the anger of the oppressed. In “Jane’s Angry 
Daughters: Anger in Anita Brookner’s Hotel du Lac, Margaret Drabble’s The 
Waterfall, Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine and Jamaica Kincaid’s Lucy,” Ursula 
Kluwick argues that Jane’s anger is central to the novel. The theme of rebellion in 
the face of female confinement is supported by Jane’s anger, and frequently 
reveals itself throughout the story. Upon the novel’s original publication in 1847, 
critics were “’horrified’” by Jane’s anger, since it posed a threat to ‘the order of 
society’” (Kluwick 130). The critics’ disapproval coincides with scientific 
rhetoric of the nineteenth century, which argued that both nonwhites and white 
women were subhuman in comparison to white men. The origins of systemic 
oppression of both race and gender, as well as how that oppression intersects, is 
described in Kyla Schuller’s essay “Taxonomies of Feeling” in her book 
Sensation and Sentiment in Evolutionary Race Science. Because Schuller’s work 
provides such an apt understanding of my concerns, I here distill her arguments at 
some length.   
Schuller explains that during the development of the “sciences” in the 
nineteenth century (such as psychology, biology, etc.), white male theorists 
invented concepts called ‘impressibility’ and ‘sentiment,’ which in addition to 
justifying slavery, were used in order to justify brutality and acts of violence 
towards black bodies. According to Schuller, impressibility was a body’s 
“capacity for response to its environment” (Schuller 36), and the amassing of 
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impressions over time shaped the development of one’s mind and body. 
Sentiment was the “capacity to be impressed upon,” meaning that sentiment was 
deemed to determine one’s appropriate emotional response to external stimuli, as 
well as controlling one’s bodily impulses (Schuller 55).  
Scientists and social theorists at the American School of Evolution, which 
significantly influenced the Western world’s development of the sciences, 
determined that one’s impressibility and capacity for sentiment determined one’s 
amount of “goodness” and “humanness”. Each race was ranked on a scale from 
most to least impressible, with whites being the most, and thus the highest level of 
human goodness and intelligence, and blacks possessing the least amount of 
impressibility, just above animals in their level of humanness (Sculler 55). To be 
capable of impressibility also indicated the presence of sentiment, which white 
theorists deemed an important signifier of moral and intellectual sophistication of 
“advanced” races (Schuller 55). 
While nonwhite races were thought to have too little or no sentiment, 
white women were proclaimed to have too much; or rather, to have sentimentality 
instead of sentiment. White men were thought able to properly control one’s 
emotions “through the faculty of sentiment” (Schuller 55), while their female 
counterparts possessed sentimentality, the illustration of impressibility of 
character rather than of the body. This, according to biologists of the nineteenth 
century, resulted in women being hyperimpressible, causing extreme emotional 
excitability and inability to regulate their emotions (Schuller 60). Schuller 
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explains the nuances of the intersections of race and gender-based discrimination 
in the nineteenth century, writing that, “civilizationists placed civilized women at 
an evolutionary level halfway below that of their male counterparts, suspended 
between civilized men and the racial group below them in the hierarchy,” and 
that, due to the characteristics of women’s biological inferiority, their  “sympathy 
took the form of ‘physical vices, superstitions, and selfish ambitions,’ traits that 
lead first to the degeneration of an individual and eventually to the downfall of a 
society” (Schuller 60). 
 Based on Shuller’s account of the nineteenth-century rhetoric used to 
rationalize oppression against women and people of color, it is no wonder that 
Jane’s fury was regarded as disruptive to “the order of society.” Ideas about 
sentiment and sentimentality, while often not expressed as specific terms 
themselves, became inseparable from ideas about race and gender in the Western 
world, resulting in rationale for the oppressive concepts of female imprisonment 
and the moral degradation of people of color. The indicators of sentiment and 
sentimentality in “Taxonomies of Feeling” show that Jane’s anger towards the 
unjust treatment she is subjected to is, I argue, an important form of rebellion. In 
her rebellion and her expression of passion, Jane subverts the expectations for 
lower-middle class women in a society designed to control emotionally 
“degenerate” women. However, while Jane rebels against nineteenth-century 
gendered expectations, Brontë’s writing also subscribes to imperialist rhetoric 
describing race and its moral symbolism. I here elaborate on Jane Eyre’s rebellion 
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against race and class, and follow with my critique of Brontë’s colonial bias in the 
novel.  
Gender and Class 
 From the outset of the novel, Jane establishes her rebellious nature against 
those who oppress her. Her abuse from the Reed family during her childhood at 
Gateshead Hall demonstrates the power structures that place Jane in a 
disadvantaged position as a poor female dependent. Jane’s tyrants, such as her 
elder cousin John Reed, use Jane’s subordinate status as validation for their abuse 
towards her. In the beginning of the novel, John Reed attacks young Jane, 
indignantly blaming her for her own poverty and dependence. In the following 
passage, John elucidates how Jane’s position as a female dependent classifies her 
as a lesser being in the society.  
You have no business to take our books; you are a dependent, mama says; 
you have no money; your father left you none; you ought to beg, and not 
to live here with gentlemen’s children like us, and eat the same meals we 
do, and wear clothes at our mama’s expense. Now, I’ll teach you to 
rummage my bookshelves: for they are mine; all the house belongs to me, 
or will do in a few years. (Brontë 5)  
By berating Jane in this way, John Reed indicates that Jane’s supposed 
detestability stems from her lack of agency as a woman in society. John remarks 
that Jane is poor because her father left her no money, implying that Jane’s 
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financial stability depends on the inheritance of men. When John goes on to 
describe himself and his sisters as gentlemen’s children, as well as his eventual 
acquisition of the family estate, he further demonstrates his own importance as a 
man in Victorian England’s patriarchal society where wealth and property pass 
from father to son, contrasting his own financial agency against Jane’s lack 
thereof. John Reed ventures to use this societal structure as reason to put Jane “in 
her place” as a poor female dependent on the Reed family, essentially blaming 
and abusing her for stealing property that, according to the way English society 
functions, belongs to him.   
 Following his declaration of ownership, John violently assaults Jane, who 
rebels against his attack. “‘Wicked and cruel boy!’ I said. ‘You are like a 
murderer—you are like a slave driver—you are like the Roman emperors!’” 
(Brontë 5). When Bessie and her maid Abbot catch Jane and John in their quarrel, 
they are equally as vexed as John Reed at Jane’s rebellious outburst. While John 
calls her a “rat,” Bessie and Abbot declare “What a fury to fly at Master John!” 
and “Did anybody ever see such a picture of passion (italics added for 
emphasis)?” (Brontë 6). Bessie and Abbot’s comments clearly state that Jane’s 
rebellion lies in her anger and her passion; Jane’s expressed outrage at her unjust 
treatment is in itself an act of rebellion that challenges the “order of society” 
where women must rely on men to regulate their emotions. John’s use of “rat” as 
an insult to Jane further indicates that because of her status as a female dependent, 
Jane is seen as subhuman, marking her as an “Other” due to her gender and her 
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class. Miss Abbot further reprimands Jane after imprisoning her in the infamous 
Red Room, reminding Jane to “not think of herself on an equality with the Misses 
and Master Reed” and that it is her “place to be humble, and try to make herself 
agreeable to them” (Brontë 8). Miss Abbot’s remarks further indicate that Jane’s 
status as Other, established by her womanhood and lack of inheritance, thus 
heighten the severity of her rebellion against John Reed’s physical attack; her 
revolt against John Reed is therefore a revolt against the idea of her designated 
“place” in society as a lesser being.  
Additionally, Jane uses the idea of slavery to describe the injustice of John 
Reed’s treatment. As Dr. Beverly Taylor explains in her essay “Race, Slavery, 
and the Slave Trade” in A Companion to the Brontës, Brontë does not use slavery 
to describe an established system of racial oppression so much as general 
practices of tyranny and subjugation. Taylor writes that ten-year-old Jane’s 
understanding of “oppressive slave owners” is taken from Goldsmith’s A History 
of Rome, a “culturally and historically distant context for slavery” which lacks the 
racial component of the practice of slavery (Taylor 345). As Jane “seethes like a 
‘revolted slave’” (Taylor 345) in the Red Room, she allows her anger to clearly 
articulate her resolve toward rebellion against the structures of patriarchal and 
class-based abuse she faces. ‘“Unjust!—unjust! said my reason, forced by the 
agonizing stimulus into precocious though transitory power; and Resolve, equally 
wrought up, instigated some strange expedient to achieve escape from 
insupportable oppression” (Brontë 11). The “Resolve” that Jane identifies here 
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both criticizes the oppressive power structures that would abuse Jane in her 
subordinate place and makes clear that Jane’s rebellion is entirely intentional.  
While many critics argue that Jane ultimately suppresses her anger, her 
justification for female rebellion persists throughout the novel. For instance, 
Jane’s reverie on the roof of Thornfield hall expresses the need for “millions” of 
women and members of other oppressed groups to overcome their oppression. 
Jane reflects on her own passion and yearning for a life outside of the rigid 
expectations for women’s behavior in the following excerpt:  
Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel just as 
much as men feel; they need exercise from their faculties, and a field for 
their efforts, as much as their brothers do, they suffer from too rigid a 
restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is 
narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-creatures to say that they 
ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to 
playing on the piano and embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn 
them, or to laugh at them, if they seek to do more or learn more than 
custom has pronounced necessary for their sex. (Brontë 120-121) 
 This passage follows a section in the novel in which Jane expresses a 
desire for “practical experience” (Brontë 120) beyond the limiting roles that 
women must fill. Throughout her life Jane has learned women are “supposed to be 
calm,” repressing passion and similar strong emotions in favor of solely filling the 
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role of homemaker. This commentary is similar to the class consciousness that 
Brontë reveals in the novel. The use of “slavery” once again emerges; while 
Brontë herself described herself as “slaving” away at her own teaching positions, 
her literary characters use teaching to gain financial independence as lower-class 
women in the nineteenth century (Taylor 343). Brontë’s inclusion of gender and 
class relations in Jane Eyre highlights Jane’s own form of rebellion against her 
circumstances. While Rochester urges Jane to “Give up her governing slavery at 
once,” Jane refuses in an attempt to retain her autonomy (Taylor 343). 
Considering the emphasis placed on Jane’s financial dependency on resentful 
male providers during her childhood at Gateshead and Lowood School, it is no 
wonder that Jane resists Rochester’s efforts to end her governessing position. 
Rather than succumb to the subordinate power dynamic as Rochester’s wife, Jane 
here chooses to prolong her financial autonomy.  
In the foregoing examples, Jane’s criticism of patriarchal English society 
is evident, while her anger against oppressive structures creates a central theme of 
rebellion throughout the novel. Jane rebels against the oppression she is subjected 
to in regards to gender and class; however, Brontë’s colonial bias is also evident 
in her language used to describe Jane’s rebellion.  
Brontë’s Colonial Bias 
Though she recognized slavery as a device to illustrate oppression, 
Charlotte Brontë’s views on race and the British Empire largely supported the 
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British colonial viewpoint as well as show the clear influence of the concepts of 
sentiment and impressibility that Schuller describes. In her work, Brontë 
differentiates race with nationality and character traits rather than with skin color, 
all while using skin color itself to depict a physical manifestation of a character’s 
degree of morality. In Bronte’s juvenilia as well as her novels, dark skin was 
measured against the standard of British whiteness which marked one’s ancestry, 
resulting in those with dark skin being marked as “Other.” As Brontë linked her 
symbolism of white to “good” and black to “evil” in her physical representations 
of moral character, her “English xenophobia” (Taylor 340) is no doubt linked to 
the rhetoric describing foreigners and people of color as morally corrupt and 
threatening. 
Brontë’s use of white and black as devices for moral symbolism is, I 
argue, inseparable from the influence of nineteenth-century race rhetoric. Schuller 
explains that the concepts of impressibility, sentiment, and sentimentality 
intersect with race and gender to create forms of biopower over the systemically 
oppressed. The rhetoric citing sentiment and sentimentality as biological 
“evidence” of the inferiority of the nonwhites and white women, was used to 
control and oppress all demographics of people save for white men.  According to 
Schuller, white theorists thought that the successful function of civilization 
depended on white men’s “proper” use of women as “sentimental helpmates” who 
absorb the “volatility and permeability” of sensibility.  (Schuller 61). Differences 
in both race and sex were part of hierarchies of impressibility. Racial progress 
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also ostensibly depended on the white man’s ability to regulate their female 
counterparts, and thereby maintain a balance between the masculine and feminine 
purposes that sentiment and sentimentality provided. Though hyperimpressible 
white women were able to remain among the “civilized” white race, Schuller 
writes that the civilized female “half undertakes the emotional labors of 
civilization and the animalistic labors of the reproductive cycle, while the 
masculine half enjoys the sentiments of justice, altruism, and self-control" 
(Schuller 62). 
 It is here that Brontë reveals her colonial bias. Nineteenth-century ideas 
about racial purity expose themselves through the juxtaposition between Jane and 
Bertha Mason; while Jane is the model of the English woman, or as Rochester 
would describe her, the “fresh wind from Europe,” the “Creole” Bertha is the dark 
Other woman who poses a threat to the racial purity of Rochester’s English 
offspring. Bertha’s Caribbean origin and her racial ambiguity are cited by 
Rochester as obvious reasons why Bertha, as a wife, is wholly unsuitable to 
produce his heir. Additionally, Bertha’s possible racial impurity is linked with 
Brontë’s descriptions of the “good” versus “bad” characters. Bertha is described 
as ghastly and subhuman, with “bloated” “purple” features (Taylor 345). 
Rochester cites Bertha’s link to the West Indies as reason for her moral 
degradation, along with the precedent of her Creole mother’s supposed 
drunkenness and sexual promiscuity (Brontë 341). Bertha is described as “dark,” 
“in the style of Blanche Ingram” (Brontë 340) in comparison to Jane’s whiteness. 
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The tyrannical John Reed, as well, is described as having “dark skin” like his 
mother (Brontë 10). Although Brontë likens John to a “slave driver,” the lack of 
recognition of the racial element in the institution of slavery is a further indicator 
of the effect of nineteenth-century race rhetoric; while the element of race is not 
explicitly stated, racial stereotypes of the nineteenth century persist in the novel’s 
symbolism of characters with light skin as “good” and dark skin as “bad.”  
 Carine M. Mardorossian elaborates on this idea in her article 
“Unsuspecting Storyteller and Suspect Listener: A Postcolonial Reading of 
Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre.” Mardorossian argues that by describing John Reed 
as a “slave driver,” Jane uses the figure of the “revolted slave” to draw a parallel 
between class and racial oppression. However, Brontë’s lack of explicit 
understanding of the true nature of colonial slavery and coinciding racial 
oppression allows this comparison to “fall flat.” This, Mardorossian elaborates, is 
“because their main function is not to establish a common identity between 
various oppressed sections of humanity so much as to enhance the contrast 
between the female individualist and her ‘uncivilized’ others” (Mardorossian 2). 
Indeed, in terms of race, Brontë’s rhetoric is inherently more divisive than 
sympathetic, a result no doubt influenced by the English colonial discourse to 
which she was exposed. While essential to the significance of rebellion against 
oppressive gender and class structures, Jane’s rebellion also centers on both 
identification with and separation from Victorian society’s racialized Others.  
Rebellion in Postcolonial Retellings 
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 Jane’s sense of rebellion is imperative to the cultural significance of Jane 
Eyre, intriguing readers while maintaining a political commentary on Victorian 
English society. Her rebellion is a key inspiration for many retellings of the novel, 
and, I argue, is essential to postcolonial retellings of Jane Eyre. Perhaps the most 
widely known example of postcolonial retellings of Brontë’s novel in the 
academic world is Jean Rhys’s 1966 novel Wide Sargasso Sea, a prequel to Jane 
Eyre that tells the story of Bertha Mason’s life from her own perspective. The 
story follows Bertha, rechristened by Rhys as Antoinette Cosway, from her 
childhood in Jamaica to the moment of her death during Jane Eyre’s events. 
Antoinette’s first-person account of her own life exposes the oppression she faces 
due to the intersections of colonial and patriarchal structures in the nineteenth 
century, from the politics of racial dynamics in post-abolition Jamaica to the 
conservative, colonially biased expectations for Antoinette as Rochester’s wife.  
As is typical of Neo-Victorian literature, Rhys adapts Brontë’s existing 
characters into a story that is entirely her own, offering a postcolonial critique of 
how the intersections of race and gender manifest themselves as unique forms of 
Otherness in the context of Brontë’s original story. Kincaid does much of the 
same thing; she adapts Jane’s themes of anger, rebellion, and Otherness into her 
own novels, while also including several key aspects from Jane’s story.  
In the next section of this essay, I argue that the rebellious nature of Jane 
Eyre and the critique of colonialist and patriarchal structures present in Wide 
Sargasso Sea are prevalent in Jamaica Kincaid’s retellings of Jane Eyre: 
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Kincaid’s 1996 novel The Autobiography of My Mother and her 1990 novel Lucy. 
While both texts do not follow Brontë’s plot so much as echo its themes of 
rebellion and anger, there are some clear similarities between Jane’s story, 
Kincaid’s personal history, and the plot of her two novels. Like Jane, The 
Autobiography of My Mother’s protagonist Xuela is alone in the world, ends up 
marrying her former employer, and maintains a sense of rebellion and self-
assurance that persists throughout the novel. And like Jane, Lucy is a young 
woman alone in the world who goes to work as an au pair for a wealthy family, all 
the while rebelling against the oppressive structures she faces. When approached 
as postcolonial retellings of Jane Eyre, Jamaica Kincaid’s The Autobiography of 
My Mother and Lucy serve as important “rebel retellings” of Brontë’s original 
novel.  
Jamaica Kincaid 
Jamaica Kincaid’s themes of rebellion and independence that saturate her 
novels are directly influenced by Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Born in Antigua in 1949 as 
Elaine Potter Richardson, Jamaica Kincaid moved to New York in 1965 to work 
as an au pair, later changing her name to Jamaica Kincaid at the beginning of her 
professional writing career (“Jamaica Kincaid”). In a 2004 interview with the 
National Public Radio, Kincaid describes her early love of reading and her 
particular connection with Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Interviewer Lynn Neary 
reveals that throughout her childhood, Kincaid plunged herself into books and 
fantasies. This included imagining herself as Charlotte Brontë writing books in 
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cold British climates. The interview goes on to explain that Kincaid was first 
introduced to Charlotte Brontë’s work through her own rebellious nature one day 
in class. Often branded a troublemaker in school, Kincaid had “riled up” her class 
one day and was given Jane Eyre by her teacher to read as punishment. Kincaid 
explains that her affinity with Jane Eyre stems from the similarities she saw 
between herself and Jane. As she explains, “It was her rebelliousness, her sense of 
self, that sort of rectitude, that sort of honesty of never giving in if you think 
you're right. And her sense of powerlessness often in the face of other people's 
will. I identified with that completely” (“Milton & Brontë” 1). The influence of 
Brontë’s Jane Eyre on Jamaica Kincaid’s novels is evident through the pervading 
themes of rebellion in Lucy and The Autobiography of My Mother.  
Autobiography of My Mother 
Jamaica Kincaid’s 1996 novel The Autobiography of My Mother invokes 
many of the themes of Otherness that Jane Eyre addresses. The semi-
autobiographical novel follows Xuela Claudette Richardson, the daughter of a 
Carib mother and a half-African, half-Scottish father. Set in Dominica in the early 
twentieth century when Britain still exerted colonial rule over the island, Xuela’s 
first-person narrative recounts her life as she looks back on it as a now seventy-
year-old woman. During the novel, Xuela reckons with her familial relationships, 
her identity as a British subject, and her identity as a mixed race African and 
Carib woman. The story begins in Xuela’s childhood, where her mother died 
while giving birth to Xuela. Her father Alfred gives Xuela to the local laundress, 
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Ma Eunice, to raise, all but ignoring Xuela’s existence until he remarries and 
Xuela moves into her father’s household. When Xuela begins school, she is sent 
to live in the home of one of her father’s friends, Jack Labatte. While LaBatte’s 
wife forms a connection with Xuela, Jack Labatte becomes Xuela’s first lover and 
impregnates her. Unwilling to sacrifice her independence to LaBatte, Xuela 
secretly flees the LaBatte household and terminates the pregnancy, almost losing 
her life in the process. Xuela then gets a job for herself as a doctor’s assistant, 
having another love affair with the stevedore Roland. Eventually, Xuela marries 
Philip Bailey, and is provided with the wealth and social status that she had 
lacked all her life.  
Like Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, The Autobiography of My Mother 
revisits Jane Eyre; but rather than addressing the untold story of one of Brontë’s 
characters, Kincaid recontextualizes Jane Eyre altogether. Jane’s story is 
transported to Xuela’s narrative, inviting the reader to observe Jane Eyre’s main 
structure and themes while rewriting Jane’s story as that of a young mixed-race 
woman in early twentieth-century Dominica. Because The Autobiography of My 
Mother is a postcolonial novel with an African and Carib female protagonist, the 
novel inevitably challenges the inherent pro-imperialist narrative present in 




The novel begins to challenge the idolization of English colonizers as 
early as the first chapter, when Xuela describes Ma Eunice’s prized decorative 
plate, made of bone china and depicting an idyllic scene of the English 
countryside with the word “heaven” written underneath. One day during her early 
childhood, Xuela accidentally shatters the plate. While Eunice is devastated and 
sheds profuse tears over the event, Xuela does not understand why Ma Eunice is 
so attached to this idea of an idyllic, “heavenly” England. Xuela refuses to 
apologize for breaking the plate because, as she narrates, she does not feel sorry 
for doing so (Kincaid 8-9). Although Xuela explains that when she broke the 
prized plate she was not aware of what the English countryside was (Kincaid 9), 
the breaking of the plate nonetheless foreshadows how Xuela grows not only to 
resent the oppressive dynamics of colonialist rule, but to fight against it actively 
as well. 
The effects of British colonialism can be seen throughout the novel, 
echoing Brontë’s theme of Otherness and displacement through gender and class 
by adding race to the intersectionality of Xuela’s identity. Xuela describes one of 
her first experiences of racial discrimination and displacement from her first days 
at school, where the overbearing nature of the British Empire and colonial rule 
was ever-present. Aside from Xuela learning “The British Empire” labeled on a 
map as her first English words, she also recounts how her teacher and all male 
classmates viewed and resented her race and her mixed-race heritage: 
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My teacher was a woman who had been trained by Methodist 
missionaries; she was of the African people, that I could see, and she 
found in this a source of humiliation and self-loathing…. The boys, too, 
were all of the African people. My teacher and these boys looked at me 
and looked at me…. I was of the African people, but not exclusively. My 
mother was a Carib woman, and when they looked at me this is what they 
saw: The Carib people had been defeated and then exterminated, thrown 
away like the weeds in a garden; the African people had been defeated but 
had survived. When they looked at me, they only saw the Carib people. 
(Kincaid 15-16) 
This passage clearly establishes the obstacles that come from the lived 
experience of Xuela’s intersectional identity as a mixed-race woman, as well as 
the dynamics of a history of race relations in Dominica. As the only girl in her 
class, Xuela already stands out as a woman in schooling in early twentieth century 
Dominica. In addition to gender, Xuela also stands out because of her race—not 
quite African and not quite Carib, Xuela’s indigenous Carib heritage brands her as 
a racialized Other, and resultingly as part of a race deemed lesser and undesirable. 
Xuela further recounts that she was extremely bright in school, learning to read, 
write, and memorize things very quickly. Others, Xuela explains, regard Xuela’s 
abilities as uncomfortably unusual, and her teacher, “who was trained to think 
only of good and evil,” deemed her “evil and possessed,” citing Xuela’s Carib 
blood as the undoubted reason for her supposed wickedness (Kincaid 17). Not 
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only is Xuela regarded with suspicion due to her intelligence because she is a 
woman, but because of her association with the Carib race as well. In an article 
titled “Weary of Our Own Legacies: Rethinking Jane Eyre’s Inheritance Through 
Jamaica Kincaid’s The Autobiography of My Mother,” April Pelt writes that by 
dealing with the racism that Xuela faces due to her Carib heritage, Kincaid’s 1996 
novel addresses race relations with a complexity that both Jane Eyre and Rhys’s 
Wide Sargasso Sea fail to recognize (Pelt 75).  
 Xuela repeatedly reflects on the presence of British colonial and 
patriarchal ideals in The Autobiography of My Mother. Like Brontë’s Jane Eyre, 
Xuela’s narration in The Autobiography of My Mother draws attention to the 
inequalities between men and women, especially lower-class women, in her 
society. Her understanding of the colonial and patriarchal power structures 
affecting her life seem to respond directly to lasting effects of the historical 
context of the rhetoric surrounding race and gender in the nineteenth century. 
Xuela articulates this sentiment before she tells of how she came to work for, and 
eventually marry, the white English doctor Philip Bailey. In the account, Xuela 
asks, “What makes the world turn? Who would need to answer such a question?” 
(Kincaid 131). She goes on to describe that only a white man has the privilege of 
answering this question to his liking, because all of the world is essentially his; he 
can treat the world in any way that he likes without any fear that this world should 
be taken from him. Xuela, on the other hand, laments that an African and Carib 
woman such as herself owns nothing, and thus cannot ask the same question that 
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white men can (Kincaid 131). Through Xuela’s voice, Kincaid comments on the 
disparate power structures and resulting differing privileges between white men 
and black women, writing, “I ask, What makes the world turn against me and all 
who look like me? I own nothing, I survey nothing, when I ask this question; the 
luxury of an answer that will fill volumes does not stretch out before me. When I 
ask this question, my voice is filled with despair” (Kincaid 132).  
 Xuela also manifests her recognition of the oppression that patriarchal and 
colonial structure provides through her resentment of her father Alfred and his 
blatant colorism. Alfred possesses the light skin, red hair, and gray eyes from his 
Scottish father, a fact that he takes great pride in. Xuela describes her father’s 
appearance as a reflection of both the heritage of imperialism that her Alfred’s 
Scottish blood carries, and as a testament to his own character. Towards the end 
of the novel, Xuela looks back on her parents’ lives and describes how she 
ultimately saw her father and mother: 
“My father’s skin was the color of corruption: copper, gold ore….his 
father was a Scotsman, his mother of the African people, and this 
distinction between ‘man’ and ‘people’ was an important distinction, for 
one of them came off the boat as part of a horde, already demonized, mind 
blank to everything but human suffering….the other came off the boat of 
his own volition, seeking to fulfill a destiny, a vision of himself he carried 
in his mind’s eye” (Kincaid 181).  
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This passage of the novel echoes what Xuela expresses in her questioning of 
“what makes the world turn” and who can afford to ask such a question, this time 
with the weight of her and her father’s personal heritage behind it. While her 
Scotsman grandfather was able to arrive in Dominica on a grand adventure, her 
paternal grandmother had no choice except to arrive as a colonized subject, and 
resultingly was likely thought of as little else beyond that identity; as Xuela states, 
her grandfather was allowed the individuality of being a Scotsman while her 
grandmother was automatically associated with the African people, forever 
marked as part of that racial group and as a colonized subject.  
However, Xuela observes that Alfred refuses to affiliate with his African heritage, 
choosing instead to define himself by and act within the bounds of his light-
skinned privilege. She elaborates on the complexities of her father’s mixed-race 
identity, arguing that had her father recognized his nonwhiteness, he would 
perhaps would have chosen to empathize with the dark-skinned, African people 
on the island. Alfred, however, chooses instead to despise all African people and 
all that looked like them, in favor of the power and privilege his colonizer 
heritage provided him. Xuela argues that his racism and colorism reveal “his true 
personality,” a lesson she learned from childhood, as well as his greed and 
willingness to take advantage of others (Kincaid 187).  
Alfred abuses his position as a police officer for his entire adult life, 
mainly using his authority as a way to abuse his power and as a source of personal 
gain. Xuela recounts one of her first experiences with Alfred’s abuse during her 
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childhood, when a gravedigger named Lazarus asked Alfred for some nails to 
help rebuild the roof of his house, which had blown away in a hurricane two years 
earlier. As the highest official in the area at the time, Alfred was appointed by the 
colonial government to distribute free materials to the people whenever there was 
a disaster. This, Xuela says, he did, but only enough to keep up appearances with 
his superiors. While he distributed the disaster relief materials for free to some 
people, he sold the rest for personal profit, raising the price the needier his buyers 
were. Xuela recounts that Lazarus was “one such person,” African and viewed by 
her father as one of the detestable, black, lower-class people he loves to exploit. 
When Lazarus asked for the nails, Alfred denied that he had any. Ten-year-old 
Xuela, adoring her father at the time and unaware of his ways, innocently 
exclaimed that her father did have the nails, describing their exact appearance and 
location, believing that Alfred must have forgotten about the nails.  
When Alfred denies the existence of the nails a second time, she realizes 
her father’s true character. (Kincaid 188-189). After Lazarus leaves, Xuela’s 
father hauls her to the barrel of nails and pusher her head inside, saying in French 
patois, “Now you know where the nails are.” Xuela explains that because he was 
speaking patois, which Alfred only used when expressing his true feelings, she 
realized that corruption and greed were at the core of her father’s true nature 
(Kincaid 190). Xuela realizes that Alfred chooses to use Lazarus’s inherited 
physical characteristics as a rationale for his constant exploitation of the African 
people of Dominica, thus playing into the larger colonialist rhetoric that light skin 
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represents moral and aesthetic superiority while dark skin represents moral 
degradation. 
Through these examples of Xuela’s experiences with race, Kincaid 
remarks on the larger issues of race relations on the island of Dominica. The 
foregoing examples show the pervading theme of how colonialist definitions of 
race and imperialism make a lasting impact on the individual lives of colonized 
subjects, and the resulting dynamics of what that looks like outside of the context 
of Jane Eyre’s nineteenth-century England. In “Weary of Our Own Legacies,” 
Pelt argues that the theme of inheritance in The Autobiography of My Mother 
draws attention to the fact that while Jane Eyre addresses the theme of inherited 
property, Kincaid’s novels points out that “in the West Indies, no inheritance, 
whether financial, cultural, historical, or even biological, is untouched by the 
legacies of slavery and colonialism” (Pelt 75).  
Gender Rebellion 
Like Jane Eyre, rebellion against patriarchal structures is also present in 
The Autobiography of My Mother. Pelt writes that this rebellion primarily 
manifests itself through the form of inheritance in the novel. In Jane Eyre, both 
Jane and Rochester’s narratives originate from their lack of inherited property. 
From childhood, Jane is made aware by her cousin John Reed of her place as not 
only a woman, but as a poor orphan as well, and thus unable to inherit property 
and gain the social and economic privilege afforded to him. “Master Reed,” who 
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Jane likens to a slave driver, uses Jane’s subordinate status as an excuse and a 
rationale for his abuse towards her (Pelt 76). Rochester, as well, attributes his 
dependence on his first wife Bertha Mason’s dowry to his miseries in life, 
blaming Bertha and his own father for duping him into a marriage with a woman 
he deems abhorrent and decidedly anti-English. Pelt argues that “By using 
inheritance-related conflicts to drive the plot of her novel, Brontë offers a critique 
of the patrilineal system of inheritance that permits young male heirs to behave 
like tyrants to their female dependents and makes dowry hunters out of younger 
sons” (Pelt 77). However, Pelt also points out that Brontë’s critique only extends 
as far as the novel’s conflicts, while at the “fairytale” ending, a deus ex machina 
of Jane’s unexpected inheritance from her uncle, as well as Bertha’s opportune 
death, solves the inheritance-driven issues in the story (Pelt 77). Despite the loss 
of Thornfield Hall, Jane gives birth to a son who will ultimately continue the 
pattern of patrilineal inheritance, thus carrying on Rochester’s financial legacy 
(Pelt 80). 
Brontë’s critique of patrilineal inheritance extends to Kincaid’s The 
Autobiography of My Mother, this time with the inevitable acknowledgement of 
how race and the lasting effects of colonialism affect gender dynamics in 
colonized Dominica. After Xuela goes to live with her father and new stepmother, 
her stepmother is upset because she has yet to bear a son, and is afraid that Xuela 
will inherit Alfred’s property rather than herself or her future children. To fight 
this, Xuela’s stepmother attempts to poison Xuela by giving her a poisonous 
Holden 27 
 
necklace. Fortunately, Xuela understands that her stepmother wants her dead, and 
instead gives the necklace to her stepmother’s favorite dog, which promptly dies. 
However, even after Xuela’s stepmother gives birth to a son and a daughter, she 
continues to see Xuela as a threat. She teaches her children to do the same, 
regarding Xuela as a “thief” and a threat to their inheritance, often citing Xuela’s 
Carib blood as evidence that Xuela is an undeserving dependent. Xuela’s 
stepmother also uses Xuela’s “biological inheritance” from her mother to suggest 
that since Xuela does not resemble her father, she is not his legitimate heir (Pelt 
82).  
Xuela, on the other hand, rejects the idea of inheriting her father’s ill-
gotten property. In a parallel to how her stepmother describes her, Xuela 
compares her father to a “thief,” and abhors his attempt “to live on through the 
existence of someone else” (Pelt 79). Pelt argues that “Xuela’s father’s ‘dynastic’ 
ambitions demonstrate how closely economic and biological legacies are 
connected to the imperial project in which material wealth, national culture, and 
socioeconomic power are passed along to one’s male issue” (Pelt 79). As a young 
woman, Xuela is by definition considered “property” herself as part of the 
patriarchal system that inhabits colonial Dominica. Instead of allowing Alfred’s 
wish to live on through herself and her own offspring, Xuela chooses not to have 
children. This decision, in combination with her criticism of her father’s ways of 
participating in the system of patrilineal inheritance, exhibits Xuela’s rebellion 
against the imperial and patriarchal society in which she lives. Pelt describes 
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Xuela’s decision as a “radical political act,” as she “chooses to wield her 
reproductive power as a weapon” by refusing to contribute to a race that is 
ultimately oppressed, ultimately supporting her decision to be “possessed by no 
one but herself” (Pelt 86).  
Xuela’s rebellion by choosing to have no children is, of course, reflected 
in her romantic relationships as well. The first incident that shows this occurs 
after Xuela moves in with her father’s friend Monsieur LaBatte, who strikes up a 
sexual relationship with Xuela. When Xuela becomes impregnated by LaBatte, 
she chooses to terminate the pregnancy rather than provide Monsieur LaBatte 
property by bearing his child, and thus to eliminate the cycle of patrilineal 
inheritance. The next incident of Xuela’s rebellion in her romantic relationships 
occurs during her young adulthood, when she falls in love with the stevedore 
Roland. Though she loves Roland, she sees his efforts to impregnate her just as he 
has done with multiple other women. Xuela reflects,  
He was someone so used to a large fortune that he took it for granted; he 
did not have a bankbook, he did not have a ledger, he had a fortune—but 
still he had not lost interest in acquiring more….Feeling my womb 
contract, I crossed the room, still naked; small drops of blood spilled from 
inside me, evidence of my refusal to accept his silent offering. And Roland 
looked at me, his face expressing confusion. Why did I not bear his 
children? He could feel the times that I was fertile, and yet each month 
blood flowed away from me, and each month I expressed confidence at its 
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imminent arrival and departure, and I always overjoyed at the accurateness 
of my prediction. (Kincaid 175-176)  
While Xuela feels sorrow that Roland’s life is reduced to his own “colonization” 
of his multiple mistresses and the children they bear, she also takes pleasure in 
denying him a child of her own. Xuela reflects that “I am nothing, I am not a 
man,” suggesting Roland’s gendered “colonization” of the women he acquires 
indicates that colonization is a male endeavor. We can here think back to Xuela’s 
“what makes the world turn” speech, as she puts the emphasis of the idea of 
colonization on white men. Xuela thus rebels against both national and gendered 
ideas of colonization. Through her unspoken refusal to have children with Roland, 
Xuela once again belongs to no one but herself. 
 Xuela also refuses to bear her husband Philip Bailey’s children, rejecting 
his attempts to “colonize” her. As she remembers her defining life events at the 
end of the novel, Xuela makes it clear that she “married a man she did not love” 
(Kincaid 216), and during their marriage withheld any validating pleasure from 
him unless as an unintended consequence of Xuela’s own pleasure. Pelt argues 
that this is yet another act of rebellion against British colonialism; Philip, to 
Xuela, is a representative of British colonial heirs that can afford but have no 
desire to ask “what makes the world turn.” On a surface level, Xuela’s 
relationship with Philip mirrors Jane’s with Rochester: Xuela initially works at 
Philip’s doctor’s office as an employee, becomes his mistress, and then becomes 
his second wife upon the death of his first. However, Jane’s marriage to Rochester 
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and the son she bears represent the fruits of their love, while Xuela’s marriage to 
Philip is an intentional loveless union that Xuela uses to fight colonialism by 
withholding patrilineal inheritance. Pelt reasons that “while Jane becomes the 
vessel through which Rochester’s property and privilege are passed along to the 
next generation, Xuela ensures that Philip cannot pass along his ‘inheritance’ by 
not giving birth to his children when she is still fertile and by marrying him so 
that he cannot father an heir to anyone else” (Pelt 88). This act, Pelt argues, is a 
radical political act of reclamation for Xuela; using her mother’s inheritance of 
brutalization at the hands of colonialism “in order to defeat the ‘heir’ of colonial 
power” (Pelt 88). Though marrying the novel’s representative of colonial power 
can be construed as a kind of defeat, she is also certain that “in my defeat lies the 
seed of my great victory, in my defeat lies the beginning of my great revenge….I 
am not a people, I am not a nation. I only wish from time to time to make my 
actions be the actions of a people, to make my actions be the actions of a nation” 
(Kincaid 216). Thus, Xuela’s act of reproductive power is not only a rebellion on 
behalf of herself, but on behalf of the “people” that have been oppressed by 
patriarchal and colonial structures as well.  
Rebellion in Defiant Self-Acceptance 
 Lastly, Xuela’s rebellion manifests itself in the form of her defiant self-
acceptance. Although her stepfamily cites Xuela’s Carib features as undesirable, 
Xuela unapologetically appreciates her own body, including her Carib features. 
Xuela’s conflicts relating to her body as an African and Carib woman stem from 
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her larger role in the larger structures of the patriarchy and colonialism, rather 
than from her own confidence. Xuela describes how when she came of age, her 
stepmother became all the more threatened by having another woman in the 
house. Xuela, however, is unfazed, instead choosing to appreciate her body as she 
matures. Xuela says,  
I used to stare at myself in an old piece of a broken looking glass I had 
found in some rubbish under my father’s house. The sight of my changing 
body did not frighten me, I only wondered how I would look eventually; I 
never doubted that I would like completely whatever stared back at me. 
And so, too, the smell of my underarms and between my legs changed, 
and this changed pleased me…..I so enjoyed the way I smelled, then and 
now. (Kincaid 59) 
Xuela’s unabashed account of her bodily self-love is, I argue, a form of rebellion 
against both colonial and patriarchal structures, especially in comparison to Jane 
Eyre and nineteenth-century rhetoric. Sentiment and sentimentality established a 
pattern of degradation of black female bodies; while Brontë’s Bertha Mason is 
condemned for her sexual wantonness; Xuela reclaims her love for her own black 
female body by unabashedly accepting it. 
Similarly, Xuela’s rebellious self-love extends to how she approaches her 
sexuality and bodily pleasure in her romantic relationships. Xuela’s “radical 
political act” in withholding her reproductive power can be extended to the fact 
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that Xuela owns her body and her pleasure for herself rather than for her male 
partners. Pelt elaborates, “it is possible to understand Xuela’s rejection of the 
‘burdens’ of pleasure not merely as a ‘refusal of connection’ with her potential 
offspring but also an assertion that her body and the sexual pleasure it experiences 
has worth in and of itself” (Pelt 87). Thus, Xuela’s defiant self-acceptance is yet 
another form of rebellion in The Autobiography of My Mother.  
Lucy 
 Finally, Kincaid’s 1990 novel Lucy illustrates the themes of rebellion 
against colonialist and patriarchal ideals evident in The Autobiography of My 
Mother. Kincaid’s semi-autobiographical novel follows the story of Lucy 
Josephine Potter, a nineteen-year-old girl who flees her childhood home in the 
Caribbean to work as an au pair for a wealthy family in North America. Hoping 
for a new life of excitement, Lucy arrives in January, when the weather is cold 
and barren, and quickly becomes homesick. Her new employers, Lewis and 
Mariah, seem to have a picturesque life at first, but Lucy quickly notices the 
reality of Lewis and Mariah’s failing marriage. Although Lucy grows closer with 
Mariah, great misunderstanding emerges between them due to their different 
backgrounds and experiences, Lucy being from an impoverished West Indian 
background and Mariah from her privileged, upper-class life.  
Winter turns to spring and summer while Lucy’s relationship with her 
employers develops, which includes several family visits to the Great Lakes with 
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Mariah’s vain and spiteful friend, Dinah. During the trip, Lucy strikes up a sexual 
relationship with Dinah’s brother Hugh, whom Lucy insists she does not love 
despite enjoying the physical pleasure he provides. All the while, Lucy regards 
her employers’ privileged views on life with a mixture of rage and pity. She 
eventually discovers an affair between Lewis and Dinah, and, disillusioned from 
her previous expectations of a glamourous Western life, abandons her plans to 
attend nursing school to avoid her mother’s influence. Lucy forms a friendship 
with a rebellious young woman named Peggy and begins a relationship with 
Peggy’s coworker Paul, who also declares his unrequited love for Lucy. All the 
while, Lucy ignores the letters her mother sends from home, and takes pains to 
distance herself from her mother. Through a mixture of retrospective storytelling 
and knowledge of current events, Lucy reveals the details of her strained 
relationship with her mother. When Lucy receives a letter from her mother 
revealing that her father has died, leaving her mother penniless, Lucy sends 
money to her mother right away, along with a letter detailing the extent of her 
mother’s transgressions towards her, burning all of the letters from her mother 
afterwards. One year after moving to America, Lucy leaves Mariah’s employment 
and moves in with Peggy. Peggy and Paul develop a secret relationship, but Lucy 
hardly minds, as she grows increasingly distant from them both. At the end of the 
novel, Lucy opens a blank journal that Mariah has given her, and writes “I wish I 
could love someone so much I would die from it” on the first page.  
Challenging Neo-Colonialism   
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Like The Autobiography of My Mother, Lucy challenges the glamorization 
of British imperialism. Throughout her time in America, Lucy regularly reflects 
on the differences between hers and Mariah’s experiences with imperialism and 
recognizes the impact of colonization on her homeland. During her first year in 
America, Lucy reflects on the differences between herself and her eager 
employer, who desires to make a connection with Lucy. When Mariah asks Lucy 
if she had ever seen daffodils in the spring, Lucy is reminded of her childhood in 
the West Indies, when as a ten-year-old pupil at Queen Victoria’s School, she was 
made to memorize William Wordsworth's Daffodils and recite it to the entire 
school. Lucy remembers that although her peers praised her for her skilled 
recitation, she did not understand why the poem about the daffodils was portrayed 
as important (Kincaid 18).   
When spring comes, Mariah takes Lucy to see the daffodils, expecting 
Lucy to share her joy in their loveliness. However, Lucy reacts differently, saying, 
“Mariah, do you realize that at ten years of age I had to learn by heart a poem 
about some flowers that I would not see in real life until I was nineteen?” 
(Kincaid 30). Lucy immediately regrets her remark, realizing she had sullied 
Mariah’s romanticized view of daffodils by forcing her to reckon with her own 
experience of indoctrination into glorifying colonialism. She recognizes the 
differences between herself and Mariah:   
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I felt sorry that I had cast her beloved daffodils in a scene she had never 
considered, a scene of conquered and conquests; a scene of brutes 
masquerading as angels and angels masquerading as brutes. This woman 
who hardly knew me loved me, and she wanted me to love this thing....that 
she loved also. Her eyes sank back in her head as if they were protecting 
themselves, as if they were taking a rest after some unexpected hard work. 
It wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t my fault. But nothing could change the fact 
that where she saw beautiful flowers I saw sorrow and bitterness. The 
same thing could cause us to shed tears, but those tears would not taste the 
same. (Kincaid 30)  
In describing these differences between herself and Mariah, Lucy remarks on the 
larger dynamic between someone from a colonized land and someone from the 
land of the colonizer, pointing out that while it is no fault of the individual, the 
realities of imperialism are inescapable for Lucy and others from colonized 
countries. In the article “Gendering Time in Globalization: The Belatedness of the 
Other Woman and Jamaica Kincaid’s Lucy,” author Betty Joseph breaks down the 
cultural significance of the misunderstanding Lucy and Mariah have over the 
daffodils, writing that Lucy “attempts to inject history into a scene” by distancing 
herself from Mariah’s attempt at a shared moment of aesthetic pleasure. Joseph 
writes, “The reader is reminded that the concept of ‘aesthetic pleasure,’ avowedly 
egalitarian in its projection, could not, when confronted with subjects of racial and 
cultural difference, extend to them. Instead of aesthetic pleasure they were offered 
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the civilizing mission” (Joseph 74). The “they” in this statement is, of course, the 
colonized subject, in Lucy’s case, the immigrant woman confronted with the 
ignorant musings of her white employer.  
  The idea of Jane’s rebellion against the neo-colonialism that Mariah well-
meaningly exhibits continues in Ursula Kluwick’s article “Jane’s Angry 
Daughters: Anger in Anita Brookner’s Hotel du Lac, Margaret Drabble’s The 
Waterfall, Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine and Jamaica Kincaid’s Lucy.” Kluwick 
writes that Lucy’s anger regarding the colonial history of her country allows her 
to take a firm stance against indoctrination into the neo-colonial beliefs she is 
surrounded by in both her old and new home, which leads her to “furiously 
challenge any instance of neo-colonialism with which she is confronted” 
(Kluwick 144). For Lucy, Kluwick argues, actively rebelling against colonial 
injustices is ultimately more important than any sympathy to be had for those 
whose illusions of life are sullied by the reality of colonialism (Kluwick 144). She 
recognizes that despite her developing close relationship with her employers’ 
family, her immigrant, nonwhite status classifies her as a foreign Other in their 
eyes. Shortly after she comes to live in Lewis and Mariah’s household, Lewis 
takes to calling her “Poor Visitor,” which both hurts and enrages Lucy. She 
recognizes that while meant with good intentions, the use of the term implies that 
Lucy is not part of the family, instead marking her as an outsider (Kincaid 13).  
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 Lucy regularly notices the lasting effects of colonialism that her white 
counterparts fail to. For instance, when traveling with Mariah and her four 
children to Mariah’s childhood home near the Great Lakes, Lucy notices that all 
of the waiters in the train’s dining car look like her, while all of the diners look 
like Mariah. Lucy observes that “Mariah did not seem to notice what she had in 
common with the other diners, or what I had in common with the waiters. She 
acted in her usual way, which was that the world was round and we all agreed on 
that, when I knew the world was flat and if I went to the edge I would fall off” 
(Kincaid 32). When Mariah tells Lucy when the train passes through the acres of 
freshly plowed land that she adores, Lucy responds by darkly joking, “Well, thank 
God I didn’t have to do that” (Kincaid 33). The clear divides between race and 
class that Lucy points out—affluent white diners and working class, nonwhite 
waiters—seem lost on Mariah. Kluwick argues that Lucy’s anger is “precisely 
focused” towards the colonial injustices she faces. Because she recognizes that 
Mariah’s insensitivity stems from her ignorance as a white woman entangled in 
neo-colonialist ideology, Lucy uses her anger in a controlled way, only speaking 
out in order to educate, albeit with brutal honesty, rather than to simply achieve 
self-satisfaction (Kluwick 145). Kluwick elaborates on this fact in the following 
passage: 
Watching Mariah and slowly summing up her personality for herself, 
Lucy wonders how Mariah came to be the person she is – liberal and 
friendly, but unable to fathom that her Western view of the world is not 
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universally adequate. Mariah wants to include everybody in her belief 
system, and though she presents this as a generous act of sharing her world 
with others, Lucy is keenly aware of the fact that this world view is 
incompatible with her own history and position in the world. Not only 
does she reject Mariah’s invitation to embrace her beliefs, but she finally 
voices her anger about Mariah’s neo-colonizing beliefs and directs it 
outside, against Mariah. (Kluwick 144) 
Kluwick further argues that because Lucy directs her anger at the source of 
colonialism and neo-colonialism, she effectively uses her anger as an act of 
rebellion against the neo-colonialist based oppression she experiences from 
Mariah and Mariah’s family and friends. Like that of Jane in Jane Eyre, Lucy’s 
anger and rebellion are central to Lucy’s drive as a person, as well as her critique 
of the structures in which she lives. Thus, Lucy effectively rebels against neo-
colonialism in the novel.  
Gender and Class Rebellion 
 In addition to colonialist indoctrination, Lucy also rebels against the 
patriarchal expectations that are laid out for her by her mother and the society in 
which she lives. Kluwick argues that much of Lucy’s anger stems from her 
relationship with her mother. Lucy recounts her first experience with her mother’s 
gendered betrayal, narrating that until the age of nine, Lucy was an only child. 
Over the span of the next five years her mother gave birth to three male children. 
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Lucy reflects that, “each time a new child was born, my mother and father would 
announce to each other with great seriousness that the child would go to 
university in England and study to become a doctor or lawyer or someone who 
would occupy an important and influential position in society” (Kincaid 130). 
Lucy feels betrayed by her mother, who until then had been extremely close with 
her; while she did not expect her father, a man, to expect anything of value from 
her, she had thought that her mother would have seen more value in her daughter 
as a fellow woman.  
This betrayal significantly impacts Lucy’s relationship with her mother 
and the intersection of gender, race, and class. Lucy’s strained relationship with 
her mother results in her desired emancipation from her and her mother’s 
expectations for her. In “Gender and Exile: Jamaica Kincaid’s Lucy,” Kristen 
Mahlis argues that Lucy’s mother serves as a colonial agent in the novel as well 
as a representation of the gender hierarchies to which her mother ascribes. Lucy’s 
mother’s ideas about gender roles are further revealed through the contrasting 
expectations between her daughter and sons. Mahlis further elucidates the matter, 
writing, “In training Lucy to wear the ‘mantle of a servant,’ Lucy's mother acts as 
an agent of colonial discipline, expecting Lucy to fulfill the role of good wife and 
good colonial subject; and this education in servitude strikes Lucy as the ultimate 
betrayal by the figure she identifies as ‘perhaps the only true love in my life I 
would ever know’” (Mahlis 4). While she expects greatness from her three sons, 
Lucy’s mother educates Lucy for a life of servitude as a nurse. Lucy’s mother 
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essentially becomes a nurse for Lucy’s elderly father, resulting in Lucy’s 
realization that she herself must rebel from the role as a subservient female 
caretaker. Mahlis argues that Lucy’s emancipation from her mother also 
symbolizes the emancipation from Britain as her “mother country,” refusing to 
“become an echo” of both her mother and the valorization of colonial Britain 
(Mahlis 4).  
Rebellion in Self Definition  
Like Xuela, Lucy also rebels against gendered oppression in her romantic 
relationships. In freeing herself from her mother, Lucy creates a path of self-
definition that leaves room for her own assertions of her identity, including her 
gender and sexual identity. Lucy criticizes her father’s life of recurrent 
unfaithfulness, for he had fathered around thirty children from his sexual exploits 
without consequence. In contrast, Lucy’s mother chastises her with warnings 
against exercising her sexuality, which would make her a “slut.” Lucy fights this 
idea that men are the only beings allowed to express and explore their sexuality; 
she writes to her mother that “life as a slut” is “quite enjoyable,” effectively 
rebelling against her mother’s degradation by reclaiming the term (Mahlis 5). In 
contrast to Lucy’s father, Lucy’s mother represses her sexuality, choosing to 
marry a much older man who would supposedly provide her social acceptability 
by entering the realm of adulthood through marriage. In Lucy’s own assertion of 
her gender and sexuality, Lucy, like Xuela, rebels against the exchange of a 
woman’s body for a man’s social capitol. She instead makes her own bodily 
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pleasure the epicenter of her sexual exploration, “removing any hint of exchange 
or barter from her sexual encounters” (Mahlis 7). Lucy, in her own self-definition, 
thus rebels against the gendered oppression she faces.  
Finally, Lucy’s angry rebellion climaxes at the end of the novel when she 
admits she “wishes she could love someone so much she could die from it” 
(Kincaid 164). Because Lucy is able to turn her anger into a “productive force,” 
she is able to welcome both her anger and her capacity for love. This, Pelt argues, 
makes Lucy a “truly emancipated daughter of Jane Eyre;” her anger does not 
consume her but rather functions as a tool for self-definition in Lucy’s life and 
orientation in colonial and patriarchal society. After finally achieving her much-
desired independence, Lucy is able to admit her need for love and, using the 
notebook Mariah gave her, literally write her own story.  
Conclusion 
  Both The Autobiography of My Mother and Lucy provide complex 
understandings and critiques of colonialism, sexism, and classism, and thus 
maintain the rebelliousness that drives Jane Eyre. Jamaica Kincaid’s novels hold 
immense value as works of Neo-Victorian literature. While Brontë’s Jane Eyre is 
suffused with scenes of rebellion and resulting criticisms of gender and class, 
Brontë’s beloved story nonetheless reveals the inherit colonial biases from the 
nineteenth century. As postcolonial retellings of Brontë’s novel, Jamaica 
Kincaid’s The Autobiography of My Mother and Lucy maintain the sense of 
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rebellion that is inseparable from Jane Eyre while adding their own imperative 
commentary on the racial, gender, and class structures in their colonial-ruled 
Caribbean societies. Jamaica Kincaid’s own affinity with Jane Eyre’s rebellion 
indicates the important influence Jane’s rebellion has on Kincaid’s two novels.  
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